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Pepper 
My brother died last year. I t was a freak accident. He 
fell from the top of the parking garage past 31st and 
Sheridon. He and a couple of friends were filming a movie. It 
was their latest summer interest. They were actually quite 
humorous to watch. Jake and his friends would each play a 
number of characters, defined by a backward hat or an 
added vest. They would write out scripts of Mafia warfare, 
littered with variations of "how ya doin'" and "how you doin'," 
accompanied with gunshots and long-winded collapsing. 
Which included, of course, one of the boys convulsing for a 
few seconds, then lying still for a moment, followed by an 
animated "didja get that?7' 
I guess Jake was sitting on the guardrail of the top 
floor. One of his cohorts was aiming an imaginary gun at him 
and Jake made a dramatic gesture in mock defense. He lost 
his grip. The worst part of it is that we have it on tape. 
I didn't cry at the funeral. Just couldn't. I don't think 
my family even noticed. My mom simply sat there in the front 
row, shoulders hanging lower than I had ever seen them 
before. My dad's hand encompassed hers, as tears slid wet 
pathways down his face. Every once in a while, his lower lip 
would quiver, but he continually struggled to maintain his 
composure. 
That was what did it for me. The only time I got 
choked up was watching my dad. My grandma mentioned 
later that sometimes pain is the greatest when felt for those 
we love. 
Jake used to make me cry all the time. I think it was 
a brotherly love kind of thing. I'm the younger of the two of 
us, and he'd never let me undermine his great power. He 
used to throw me down to the ground and pin me with his 
foot until he'd have me screaming for mercy. Sometimes I 
would fight back; sometimes I would force big crocodile tears 
so he would let me go. If I would whimper enough, it would 
guarantee me more time until our next episode, but if I would 
fight back, he would only fight with more of his manly little-
boy strength. 
Once I got him. He was trying to pin my shoulders 
with his hands. He let go for a split second, and I leapt at 
the opportunity. My jaw was magnetically pulled to his wrist, 
and I clamped down for dear life. He howled like never 
before; of course, then he socked me and left me bawling 
like a baby, but it was worth it. 
Not that I didn't... don't love my brother. No matter 
what he did to me, I still would have done anything for him. 
The time he broke mom's favorite vase, the one Aunt Ruth 
brought back from China, I pieced it back together and 
confronted mother with what I had done. When he lost 
grandfather's watch, the only heirloom that was deemed to 
be his, I tried to take the blame, but dad wouldn't hear of 
that. He just wiped me aside and then ranted and raved at 
Jake while I sat on the stairs, sobbing and sobbing because 
it tore at my little heart to hear Jake being yelled at. 
He was always a good kid. He made it through middle 
school and the most of high school with more friends than 
anyone I knew, myself included. Especially me. I think it was 
because he made them laugh. That was what was important 
to him, that he enjoyed himself. He had his priorities and he 
stuck to them. 
Dad always wanted a boy. I knew it all along. Mom 
used to hug me when I asked and say that no parents had 
favorites; they all loved their kids equally, but I knew the 
truth. She didn't see the glimmer in Dad's eyes when Jake 
made the track team, just like he had, or when Jake brought 
home his latest fi lm. Or when he pridefully relinquished Jake's 
eleven o'clock curfew on a school night to spend time with a 
treasured sweetheart. Jake always did right by them; he was 
a good kid. He never failed them. 
I don't feel anything anymore. I haven't since the day 
Jake fell. I remember being rushed from the swimming pool by 
my neighbor. My neighbor, of all people, Mr. Hennings, whom I 
only knew because of the fear he instilled upon my heart 
when I accidentally trampled his daisies last spring. Not my 
mother, not my father, not my aunt or uncle. My neighbor. 
They were all already there at the hospital. Jake's heart had 
long since been stabilized, but apparently he had massive 
head trauma. 
Stumbling into the hospital with my neighbor, a nurse 
directed me to the room where Jake was. I distinctly remem-
ber padding down the hallway, my bare feet echoing small 
slapping sounds as I walked. 
Peering into the room, I didn't know what to expect. I 
first saw Jake, his head mummified in pristine white gauze. 
My family was cluttered around him, in chairs and standing, 
oblivious to the world around them. They didn't hear me 
come in. I felt like they had forgotten about me in that 
moment and haven't remembered me since. 
I got a goldfish that day. I slipped out of that hospi-
tal, grabbed my flip-flops and towel from Mr. Hennings' car, 
and walked downtown to the supermarket. I t had to have 
taken me ten minutes to complete the five minute walk, but 
I don't remember a bit of it. I do recall wandering up and 
down the aisles, feeling hungry and full and sick all at the 
same time. Then I hit the pet aisle. You know how you're 
shopping for groceries, and in the middle of nowhere is this 
little sanctuary of pet-land, where you can buy hamster food 
and dog leashes and catnip and fish tanks and lo and behold, 
fish themselves, and you wonder who on earth decided to 
put the fish between the cereal and chips aisle and the ice 
cream? It caught me off guard too. Then I saw him. He was 
a little thing, probably the runt of the bunch. He seemed to 
shimmer a bit less gold than the others, but what drew me 
to him were the little black flecks all over his body. Like 
pepper. I rang the bell for service, and soon walked out the 
door with premium fish equipment, blue rocks and green 
plastic plants and water neutralizer and fish food and a bowl 
with a blue rim. I had a ten dollar bill stuffed in my beach 
bag, hard earned from wretched days of baby-sitting. I 
spent every penny of it. 
Jake didn't die immediately. He just never became 
conscious. No one got to say good-bye. 
You know, at the funeral, if dad had just reached out 
and put his arm around me, I think I would have been okay. I 
was sitting right next to him, mom to his left and me to his 
right. His hand was just sitting limp in his lap, not holding a 
tissue, not clenched in anger, perfectly useless. He could 
have used it to help me. I understand now though. Some-
times your energy can be totally drained from you. Some-
times you just have nothing left to give. 
I went to a shrink for a while. Mostly it was to ap-
pease my school counselor. Apparently she didn't feel as if 
she was helping me. She scheduled me visits to talk, just to 
give me an opportunity to release whatever I was cramming 
up inside. Then she would just get frustrated when I didn't 
talk. She used to twist her hair around her finger until I was 
sure she would yank a piece of her scalp right off of her 
head. I imagined that's what she wanted me to do. Twist 
and pull until something was released. But I never did. It 
wasn't her fault though. I just didn't have anything to say. 
The psychiatrist tried to take me back to relive the 
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tragedy. I couldn't bear to tell him that I relived it every day. 
So I went through it again, just for him. Laid on his couch, 
just like in the movies, while he pestered me with questions 
in his monotone voice. I answered them with the same lack 
of feeling, word after word after word. I let him drag me step 
by step through what I experienced that day, but that 
wasn't sufficient. He tried to take me back further, trying to 
reveal a traumatic childhood. I was still in the midst of my 
childhood. 
After a while, they just wrote me off as a lost cause. 
I never laughed, never smiled, never got angry, never cried. 
Rather than trying to fix me, they just let me be. 
Things with mom and dad never were the same. I've 
heard of a lot of couples that divorce after the loss of a 
child, but that's not what happened. They actually clung 
together. Their conversations were gentle, their words soft. I 
think they attempted to fill the hole in their lives with each 
other. But they still never saw me. 
I came home yesterday after school and went to my 
room like always. I started to fidget at my desk with my desk 
light. The bulb had burned out. I kept hoping that maybe it 
was just a short in the cord, and maybe if I held it just right, 
there would be a brilliant flash of light, and maybe I wouldn't 
have to trek downstairs to get a new bulb. It was burned 
out. 
I really didn't want to start my homework. School 
only started a couple of weeks ago, and I wasn't into full 
swing quite yet. I decided to clean my fish bowl. 
And there he was. Pale little body. Sunken to the 
bottom against the blue pebbles. He actually looked quite 
beautiful. Almost rested. I felt a warm tear roll down my 
cheek. It dropped against my lip, and I tasted the forgotten 
saltiness. From there, I couldn't control myself. My tears fell, 
harder and faster, until my eyes were gushing. I sobbed 
uncontrollably, my body shaking and convulsing. I let myself 
cry, no longer trying to contain the noise, the outright 
feeling. The release, the glorious release of such pent up 
emotion without the curse of thinking. Only one thought 
remained clear in my mind. The whole of it, the loss, the 
hurt, the jealousy, the brokenness, the pain, the turmoil that 
daily haunted my brain... gone. All gone. 
But aren't fish suppose to float when they die? 
